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Arriving At School Ready! Integrating
Michigan’s Literacy Essentials into
Prekindergarten Classrooms
by Chad H. Waldron, Ph.D.,
and Michelle McQueen

Flint

Families worry about whether their children are ready
for kindergarten. Teachers and school administrators
are concerned that too many children are entering
school before they are ready. Legislators nationwide
are investing in early childhood education to improve
young children’s readiness for school. Why have we
become so preoccupied with kindergarten readiness?
One reason is the mounting evidence on the significant
relationship between the income gap and children's
social and academic skills at kindergarten entry, along
with research showing that children's skills at the beginning of kindergarten strongly predict their achievement
throughout their schooling (Chatterji, 2006; West,
Reaney, & Denton, 2000). The increasing emphasis
on accountability puts pressure on K-12 teachers and
schools to ensure that students meet the standards, and
they, in turn, put pressure on preschool teachers to
create high-quality, developmentally appropriate early
childhood experiences, a proactive measure in helping
young children along a path of educational success
(e.g., Barnett & Frede, 2011; Lonigan & Shanahan,
2008).
In Flint, Michigan, the urgent work needed to help
our young children to be ready for learning is acutely
apparent. The Flint Water Crisis, which increased lead
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exposure in our community’s water supply, has placed
our children at higher risk for developmental and
health issues that may impact their learning success
(Hanna-Attisha, LaChance, Sadler, & Schnepp, 2016).
Even before the Water Crisis, the Flint community
was embarking on work to shift the literacy outcomes
for children and families in the community through
two-generational literacy programming. This work has
been collaboratively guided by the Flint and Genesee
Literacy Network and several community partners,
including the local colleges and universities, hospitals,
educational partners, and community foundations.
Together, these partners are collaboratively leading
the “Flint Kids Read” community-wide campaign. A
key part of this campaign is the Flint Public Library’s
support of Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library, an
international book-giving program providing a free
high-quality, age-appropriate book each month to
children from birth through their fifth birthday within
participating communities (Dolly Parton’s Imagination
Library, 2019).
Such initiatives are critically important to “moving
the needle” on early literacy outcomes and children’s
academic trajectories. Improving literacy outcomes
is necessary within our community, statewide, and
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throughout the United States. In Michigan, our “Read
by Grade Three” law (or Michigan Public Act 306,
2016) has made this critical need for improved literacy
outcomes of even greater importance.

coordinated, reflective efforts. For this article, we focus
on the first year of implementation of the PreK Literacy
Essentials—the experiences, what was learned, and the
forward momentum needed for continuous learning.

Michigan’s Literacy Essentials
Addressing the urgent need for literacy change, the
Michigan Department of Education and several organizations joined together to lead cohesive literacy efforts
on the same goals (Michigan Department of Education,
2017). These organizations have led this work through
a collaborative network approach. The Michigan Association of Intermediate School Administrators-General
Education Leadership Network’s (MAISA-GELN)
Early Literacy Task Force, as a leader in this work, has
been working to develop a continuum of literacy practices across birth through twelfth grade. These “essential
instructional practices in literacy” are “research-supported instructional practices that can have a positive
impact on literacy development. The use of these
practices in every classroom, every day could make a
measurable positive difference in the State's literacy
achievement. They should be viewed, as in practice
guides in medicine, as presenting a minimum 'standard
of care' for Michigan's children” (MAISA-GELN Early
Literacy Task Force, 2016, p. 1). The continuum of
essential instructional practices in literacy, or Literacy
Essentials, from birth through twelfth grade includes a
grade-banded instructional practice guide, each with a
list of 10 research-guided literacy practices and accompanying instructional examples.

How the PreK Literacy Essentials Work in our Context
The Genesee Intermediate School District is a comprehensive system serving all of Genesee County. For
this first year of implementation, the Flint community
was the first layer of implementation and this included
a focused population of 92 educational settings for
three- and four-year-old children. These settings
included Head Start and state-funded programming.
Since this is a multi-year effort to integrate the PreK
Literacy Essentials, expert early childhood educators
were needed to serve as early literacy coaches. Instructional coaching, particularly literacy coaches, have
are beneficial and necessary for effective professional
development and change in literacy outcomes within
and beyond early childhood settings (e.g., Neuman &
Cunningham, 2009; Neuman & Wright, 2010; Powell,
Diamond, Burchinal, & Koehler, 2010). This first year
of implementation required four early literacy coaches,
who visited 92 educational settings. These instructional
coaches in early literacy were experienced early childhood educators who had successfully led their own
early childhood classrooms. They also received formal
training in the PreK Literacy Essentials. These coaches
were responsible for leading professional development
sessions, in-classroom modeling of early literacy lessons, sharing supplemental resources for early literacy
instruction and assessment, and providing in- and outof-classroom consultations. These responsibilities would
help to facilitate a system of professional support and
development.

The Genesee Intermediate School District (GISD), to
implement and scale up their continuous improvement
in early childhood education, used the MAISA-GELN’s
(2016) Essential Instructional Practices in Early Literacy:
Prekindergarten (hereafter, PreK Literacy Essentials) in all
of their early childhood classrooms, facilitating implementation through the use of early literacy coaches and
on-going professional development opportunities. This
work took an integrated systems approach by utilizing
the resources of “Flint Kids Read” and was funded, in
part, through a generous grant of the Flint Kids Fund of
the Community Foundation of Greater Flint. This work,
like all instructional practice and systems change, took
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Effective professional development for early childhood
educators includes knowledge- and practice-focused professional development, leading to improved knowledge
for the educator as well as improved quality and child
outcomes (Zaslow, Tout, Halle, & Starr, 2011). With
this orientation towards knowledge- and practice-focused professional development, the four early literacy
coaches and their Birth to Age Five Literacy Coordinator
set out to support the 10 instructional practices of the
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PreK Literacy Essentials. Three instructional practices
were of particular emphasis in this first year based on
educators’ interests and assessment-informed needs:
“read aloud with reference to print” (Essential #2),
“interactive read aloud with a comprehension and vocabulary focus” (Essential #3), and “play with sounds inside
words” (Essential #4) (MAISA-GELN, 2016, pp. 2-3).
While these were of particular focus, all educators would
receive professional development that connected to
the other essential instructional practices as well. These
instructional practices would provide the foundation for
professional development, instructional coaching, and
resource sharing.
To implement the intentional, research-guided practices of the PreK Literacy Essentials, key areas of local
focus were selected where these practices could be
easily implemented in daily instructional routines
across various PreK settings (Figure 1). The first key
area was connecting the instructional practices of the
PreK Literacy Essentials into the existing lessons of The
Creative Curriculum for Preschool (Teaching Strategies,

2010). This curriculum is widely used throughout the
GISD. This was the easiest connection to make as the
PreK Literacy Essentials are not a curriculum, but rather
effective instructional practices in early literacy that can
be used with any child in any curriculum. The lessons
found in The Creative Curriculum for Preschool provide
a wealth of possibilities for continuously (on a daily
basis) implementing the PreK Literacy Essentials. This
also provided for the use of a variety of resources found
in the curriculum. The second key area was selecting
high-quality and high-interest trade books for literacy
lessons that would connect to or extend beyond The
Creative Curriculum resources. These trade books often
focused on informational text concepts (e.g., interactive
reading and writing about spiders using National Geographic Kids: Spiders, connecting to Essentials #4 and
#6). Books from Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library, as
part of the “Flint Kids Read” campaign, were used as
read aloud texts (knowing that the children were receiving these books in the home too) across the PreK settings. A variety of the PreK Literacy Essentials connected
well to these texts, whether through creating a dramatic
play center (Essential #1) around a theme
or concept from the text or connecting with
families about the book they just received in
conversations and communications (Essential
#10). Literacy lessons were shared with all educators to provide common knowledge, skills,
and practices that would enhance instructional
opportunities with all children.

Figure 1. Intentional research of PreK Literacy Essentials
into PreK daily instructional practices.

The monthly professional development sessions, the third key area of focus, allowed for
the practical “sensemaking” of integrating the
PreK Literacy Essentials into daily instructional
routines. As mentioned earlier, but it bears
repeating, knowledge- and practice-focused professional development is critical to supporting
early childhood educators’ knowledge and skill
to create instructional change (Zaslow, Tout,
Halle, & Starr, 2011). Monthly professional
development sessions centered on one particular essential instructional practice (for example,
“brief, clear, explicit instruction in letter names,
the sound(s) associated with the letters, and
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how letters are shaped and formed”- Essential #5). In a
session, the essential instructional practice was covered
in depth using the definition and examples provided in
the PreK Literacy Essentials document (MAISA-GELN,
2016). Then, in each session, educators examined these
suggestions and planned opportunities to integrate the
instructional practice within their own instructional routines. They cross-collaborated with educators from other
sites and brainstormed with the early literacy coaches on
how to resolve any challenges they faced. Here are just
three examples across the months of how the educators
planned to return from these monthly professional
development sessions to their classrooms to integrate the
PreK Literacy Essentials into their daily instruction:
•

•

Planning and then implementing a dramatic play
center of a local restaurant or grocery store infused
with lots of print that could be used to help the
children work on their letters (like writing the
menu or placing an order) (Essential #1- “Intentional use of literacy artifacts in dramatic play and
throughout the classroom” and Essential #5- “Brief,
clear, explicit instruction in letter names, the
sound(s) associated with the letters, and how letters
are shaped and formed”)
Planning and then implementing interactive read
alouds and connected writing activities using

•

existing texts from their Creative Curriculum units
(Essential #3- “Interactive read aloud with a comprehension and vocabulary focus” and Essential #6“Interactions around writing”)
Extending their own classroom-based family
engagement activities to include the Flint Kids
Read newsletter tips or activities, often modeling
these activities in brief or extended interactions
with families (Essential #10- “Collaboration with
families in promoting literacy”)

These active connections were always made to other
essential instructional practices and how to best
implement or enact these instructional practices within
their diverse classroom contexts. It is also important to
remember that all of the PreK Literacy Essentials hang
together for creating research-guided literacy learning
opportunities every day (MAISA-GELN, 2016). Educators often left these sessions with positive feedback,
instructional plan ideas (for The Creative Curriculum
and beyond), and materials to support enactment in
their own contexts. (See Figure 2 for our tips for What
Worked for Us in Professional Development Sessions—
and will hopefully work for you too! See Figure 3 for a
sample lesson we provided in our professional development sessions).

Figure 2. What worked for us in professional development sessions.
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Figure 3. Sample lesson plan from professional development session on linking PreK Literacy Essentials #2
and #5.
It was also important to share the work of PreK Literacy
Essentials beyond the boundaries of monthly professional development sessions and coaching visits to sites.
A local website and monthly newsletter for educators,
our fourth key area of focus, was established to expand
the resources, opportunities, and information about the
PreK Literacy Essentials. It was also important to emphasize resources (e.g., YouTube videos and free training
modules available on www.literacyessentials.org) that
could support the educators in their development in
the PreK Literacy Essentials. These resources were often
used in our professional development, but this allowed
for access after the sessions. The website and newsletter
allowed for continuous contact with the instructional
practices emphasized by the coaches’ visits and in the

professional development sessions. Finally, “the collaboration with families in promoting literacy” (Essential #10) cannot be underestimated for its significant
importance (MAISA-GELN, 2016).
Our final key area of focus was expanding our reach
and integration of families into our early literacy work.
The Genesee Intermediate School District had well-established and effective ways of engaging families in
their early childhood sites. This work was intended
to simply increase children’s literacy engagement at
home. A “Flint Kids Read” monthly newsletter was
developed, which provided family-friendly tips and
ideas for literacy in the home (see excerpt in Figure
4). This newsletter also featured the books of Dolly
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Parton’s Imagination Library, so families would be
watching the mail for their child’s latest book. The early
literacy coaches worked closely with the educators to
implement on-going interactions with families around

literacy concepts. In addition, family literacy events
were held at early childhood sites and community
events to encourage families’ engagement with literacy
at home. These events were well attended and received.

Figure 4. Sample excerpt of Flint Kids Read newsletter.
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Conclusion: How You Can Integrate the PreK Literacy Essentials in Your Context
Taken together, these key areas of local focus (Figure
1) allowed for our early childhood sites to integrate the
instructional practices of the PreK Literacy Essentials
into daily instructional routines. It was important for us
to share out our structures and routines as it is important for our state’s continuous work to improve literacy
outcomes for all children in Michigan. These structures
and resources could be adapted and scaled to your local
contexts in your work with the PreK Literacy Essentials.
This model is also adaptable beyond early childhood
environments and on to the grades K-12 environments,
with the appropriate PreK Literacy Essentials (available
at www.literacyessentials.org).
To get started with this work, here are some suggestions
from what we learned:
1) Start by reading the MAISA-GELN’s (2016) Essential Instructional Practices in Early Literacy: Prekindergarten and viewing the accompanying online
modules together with your educators.
2) Develop professional development sessions that
include your local curricula, expectations, and
experiences. Make sure these sessions are active,
engaging, and have plenty of take-aways for their
classrooms. This will make the PreK Literacy Essentials authentic to your educators, their children,
and their classrooms.
3) Provide on-going support within those classrooms. You may not have the benefit of early literacy
coaches, but on-going support from site coordinators, professional learning communities (PLCs) at
each site, and free web-based tools can be implemented. This will create support for educators to do
this important work, each day, with every child.
This continuous professional development, resource
sharing, and early literacy coaching using the MAISA-GELN’s (2016) Essential Instructional Practices
in Early Literacy: Prekindergarten’s 10 instructional
practices has positively impacted our early childhood
settings and instructional practices. We know it can
make a difference in your prekindergarten settings, too.
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